
DECISION 

AND 

FINDING OF NO SIGNIFICANT IMPACT 

FOR THE ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT: 

MINNESOTA CORMORANT SCIENTIFIC COLLECTION PERMIT 

Cormorants are fish eating birds that nest in large colonies. Cormorants on Leech Lake, Minnesota nest 

primarily on the tribally-owned Gull and Little Pelican Islands. The number of cormorants at this colony 

increased dramatically in the late 1990s and peaked in 2004 with a fall population of around 10,000 

birds. Sport anglers and the tourism community expressed concern that the colony was having an 

adverse effect on the game and forage fish populations. To address these concerns, the Leech Lake 

Band Division of Resources Management (hereafter, Band), in partnership with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 

Service (USFWS), Minnesota Department of Natural Resources, and University of Minnesota, initiated 

multiple diet and fisheries studies beginning in 2005, which have continued in different capacities to 

2016. 

Results of these studies, while informative, were confounded by impacts of other management activities 

that had been initiated concurrently with cormorant population reduction that was taking place on the 

lake. Walleye fry stocking during 2005-2014, including legislatively mandated stocking, added high 

numbers of young walleye to the lake. Stocking caused unusually fast growth rates, particularly for 

juvenile walleye, and may have altered cormorant diet in terms of species type and or size composition 

during stocked years. Ultimately, the high number of walleye caused perch populations to decline, 

making them less available to cormorants. In addition to complications from concurrent fishery 

management actions, unusually low walleye survival during the mid-2000s when cormorant abundance 

was increasing resulted in exceptionally fast growth rates of juvenile walleye. When compared to 

historical length-at-age records, the walleye year classes evaluated in diet studies in 2005 and 2008 may 

have prematurely outgrown the size range susceptible to cormorant predation. To elucidate a more 

accurate representation of the dynamics of fish and cormorants in Leech Lake, the Band would like to 

conduct additional research. 

Another management issue currently impacting Leech Lake is recently discovered zebra mussel veligers 

(the final larval stage of zebra mussels). It is anticipated that within the next half dozen years this 

species will establish itself throughout the lake, altering the food web and availability of food for small 

fish. Leech Lake research is a high priority because zebra mussels are not yet established; meaning the 

opportunity to collect pre-establishment information still exists. Analysis of existing and proposed diet 

studies will provide a tool for evaluating the role of cormorants as a top predator in freshwater systems 

and will aid in determining the role of cormorants as lake ecology is modified by zebra mussels. 

To conduct this necessary research in 2017, the Band requested a Scientific Collection Permit (50 C.F.R. 

§ 21.23) from the USFWS to take cormorants for their studies. Previously, the Band acquired cormorant

carcasses for their research under other valid permits as well as from cormorant damage management 








